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Introduction

Today’s Open Day on the farm of James Lally will provide an opportunity to discuss a

variety of topics relevant to the hill sheep sector. James operates a Scottish .Blackface hill

flock on the foothills of Croagh Patrick on a mixture of commonage and enclosed land.

Since joining the BETTER Farm Programme in 2008 the focus on James’s farm has been to

improve the performance of his hill flock through better management and genetic

improvement.

For today’s event there are a total of 5 stands, covering ewe and ram fertility, parasite

control, genetic improvement, flock health and marketing. We would encourage you to

actively engage with the speakers on the variety of factors that can influence the

performance and profitability of your sheep enterprise.

In addition to the Teagasc staff there will be speakers from the Department of Agriculture

Regional Veterinary Laboratories present to discuss flock vaccination programmes and

from Sheep Ireland to discuss recording and genetic improvement programmes.

This is a national qualifying event for the Sheep Technology Adoption Programme (STAP)

and we would encourage participants to ensure they register at the start of the event.

Registration is on site.
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Farm Details

 Farm size:

o Hill grazing on commonage (142 ha)

o Enclosed land 23 ha (adjusted)

 Sheep & Beef (Suckers))

 Ewe flock

o 186 S. Blackface ewes

o Part of Mayo Blackface group

o Ewe flock wintered on the commonage and

o Ewe flock split at scanning – twins ran separately

o Ewes lambed on enclosed land

 Slatted housing: Sheep 3 bay, Cattle 2 x 2 bay

Farm Plan

 Focus on improving S.Blackface ewe flock

o Increase S.Blackface flock to 185 ewes

o Originally maintained 140 S.Blackface ewes & 50 crossbred ewes

 Establishing pedigree recording

o All lambs tagged at birth & mating information recorded

o Use Eurostar index rams

 Focus on improving ewe condition prior to joining

 Strategic use of grazing of enclosed land
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Flock Performance

Table 1. Ewe flock performance over the past 5 seasons

 Focused on improving output per ewe

 Improvements in condition & weight at joining

 Greater access to enclosed land

Table 2. Progeny performance of different Blackface rams used for mating in 2012.

Sire Growth rate to weaning (g.day) 14 week weight (kg)

IE185047703733 160 20.1

IE043298802903B 170 21.3

IE27545702635 178 22.1

IE275454702611 184 22.5

 Single sire mating was used to establish parentage

 Performance of individual rams was analysed

 Potential to improve lamb performance through ram selection

 Need greater level of recording to

• Identify genetically superior rams

• Improve genetic evaluation process

• Improve S.Blackface breed

Season

2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13

Ewes Joined 139 132 150 168 186

Litter size 1.26 1.32 1.42 1.42 1.35

Ewes lambed (%) 89.9 84.1 94.7 94 95.7

Lambs reared per ewe joined 1 0.98 1.28 1.2 1.22
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BETTER Farm Sheep Programme- Results To-Date

Ciaran Lynch1, Michael Diskin1 & John Cannon2

1Animal and Grassland Research and Innovation Centre, Teagasc, Mellows Campus,
Athenry, Co. Galway. 2Teagasc, Letterkenny, Co. Donegal.

The main objective of the Teagasc BETTER Farm Sheep programme is to provide focal

points to facilitate the improvement of technology adoption at farm level. The Programme

began with the recruitment of 3 hill flocks in the Autumn of 2008 with lowland flocks

recruited thereafter. Currently, there are 6 Lowland flocks in counties Donegal,

Roscommon, Offaly, Kilkenny, Wicklow, Wexford and Kerry and 3 Hill flocks in counties

Donegal, Sligo and Mayo involved in the programme. While each of the farms operated

under different constraints, the focus on each of the farms was the same: highlight how

productivity, efficiency and ultimately profitability could be improved though adopting

technology.

A 3 to 5 year plan was developed on each of these farms with the help of the farmer, local

adviser, sheep specialist and research staff. The plan identified key areas where

improvements could be made and highlighted how the use of certain technologies could

facilitate this. The areas addressed are equally applicable to any commercial farm. Many of

theses technologies and messages presented today relate to: flock size and stocking rate,

breeding policy, breeding management, ewe management, grassland management, lamb

performance, parasitic gastro-enteritis (PGE) control.

To quantify the progress made on the farms a comprehensive account of animal and

financial performance on each farm was maintained. To date, relative to the first year of the

project the 2008/09 season the number of lambs weaned per ewe joined in the lowland

flocks has increased by 0.27, due to an increased litter size (+0.22) and increasing the

percentage of ewes lambed (+4.4%) as summarised in Table1.

Table 1. Lowland Flock Performance

Season

Variable 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12* Target

Litter size 1.71 1.77 1.86 1.93 1.9

Ewes lambed per ewe joined (%) 90.2 93.8 97.3 94.6 >94

Lambs reared per ewe joined 1.43 1.53 1.66 1.70 >1.6
* Original 4 lowland farms only

Similarly, for the hill flocks, the number of lambs weaned/ewe joined has increased by

0.14, due to a combination of increased litter size (+0.17) and a substantial improvement in

percentage of ewes that lambed (+5.3%) as summarised in Table 2.
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Table 2. Hill Flock Performance

Variable 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2010/11 Target

Litter size 1.18 1.29 1.32 1.35 1.3

Ewes lambed per ewe joined (%) 88.2 79.5 95.9 93.5 >92
Lambs reared per ewe joined 0.96 0.92 1.1 1.1 1.1
The aim for the flocks was to improve lamb performance from a grass based diet and

reduce the reliance on concentrate supplementation. For both the lowland and hill flocks

lamb performance improved substantially during the first 3 seasons (Tables 3 & 4).

Table 3. Lamb weaning weight (kg) in Lowland flocks
Birth type 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 Target
Single 36.5 37.2 37.7 35.6 >38
Twin 31.7 32.5 32.8 30.3 >33
Triplet 30.5 31 32 29.8 >32

However, the 2012 grazing season proved extremely difficult and as a result there was a

reduction in performance. Despite this setback the farms were still able to maintain high

levels of output due to improvements in management gained during the period.

Table 4. Lamb weaning weight (kg) in Hill flocks
Birth type 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 Target
Single 23.9 28 27.6 26.8 > 25
Twin 20.9 24.1 24.4 21.9 > 21

Each of the flocks completes an E-Profit monitor each year. A number of the key financial

variables for the Lowland flocks and Hill flocks is presented in Table 5, also included is the

chance relative to the first year in the programme.

Table 5. Financial performance of the flocks
Lowland flocks (€ per hectare) Hill flocks (€ per ewe)

2012 Change (%) 2012 Change (%)

Gross output 1314 + 53 53.35 + 25

Variable costs 644 + 13 19.68 - 14

Gross margin 670 + 131 33.66 + 70

Despite a difficult season in 2012 the financial gain relative to the first year of the

programme is substantial and reinforces the benefits of implementing a farm plan.

Take home message
 Real gains in productivity and profitability have been made in the BETTER Farm

Sheep Programme.
 Every sheep enterprise has the potential to improve productivity and financial

margins.
 Every farmer should adopt a targeted 3 to 5 year plan focusing on 4 key areas: Ewe

productivity (litter size), grassland management, stocking rate, and parasite control.
 Make use of BETTER Farms to see the benefits of adopting technology first hand.
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Resistance to Worm and Fluke Drenches in Sheep
Barbara Good1, Ciarán Lynch1, Orla Keane2, Tom Coll3

1Animal & Grassland Research and Innovation Centre, Teagasc, Mellows Campus,
Athenry, Co. Galway, 2Animal & Grassland Research and Innovation Centre, Teagasc,
Grange, Dunsany, Co. Meath. 3Teagasc, Mohill, Co. Leitrim.

Wormer resistance

Wormer resistance can be defined as the ability of the worm to tolerate levels of the drug

which normally would kill it. Resistance is heritable meaning that a worm can pass this

ability to resist a particular drug onto its offspring. It is believed that resistance to a

particular drug develops slowly at first but once it has developed in a flock will increase

rapidly. The speed of this largely depends on the selection pressure and an environment that

favours the development of the resistant worms. The first report of resistance to wormers

(benzimidazole) was in the early 90’s. Since then a number of studies have been completed,

with broadly similar results i.e. widespread evidence for resistance to benzimidazole (white

drench) and to a lesser extent levamisole (yellow drench). Of more recent concern, is the

emerging situation in the clear group (macrocyclic lactones .e.g. ivermectin, moxidectin)

and to triclabendazole (flukicide) While thankfully, there are now 2 other anthelmintic

groups/ wormer doses on the market namely monepantel (Zolvix, Novartis Animal Health)

and derquantel (STARTECT, Zoetis formerly Pfizer) which are prescription only

medicines, this does not leave room for complacency.

To prolong the efficacy of the older and novel anthelmintics and flukicides a more

sustainable approach is needed. With wisdom of hindsight and the knowledge that

anthelmintic resistance is a threat, it is now thought that “established” and formerly

recommended practices such as suppressive dosing and the “dose and move” directly to

‘safe’ pastures will actually increase the rate at which resistance develops in the parasite

population. Under-dosing (administering incorrect dose rates) is also recognised as a risk

factor. Results from a survey revealed practices on some Irish farms that would put them at

increased risk of developing resistance (see board). There are a number of

recommendations to delay the development of resistance (see board). More information on

these recommendations is readily available online in a publication by the SCOPS

(Sustainable Control of Parasites in Sheep) working group in the UK (www.scops.org.uk )

Do anthelmintics works as well as they did in the past, do you have evidence for

anthelmintic resistance in your flock? Completing a drench test (independently or as one of

the tasks to qualify for Sheep Technology Adoption Programme (STAP)) should provide

valuable information on drug efficacy in your flock and is a very well-worthwhile exercise
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to complete. Instructions for this drench test and a list of accredited laboratories should

now be available on the DAFM website:

(http://www.agriculture.gov.ie/media/migration/farmingsectors/sheepandgoats/stap2013/ST

AP2013TandCondition160113.pdf). To yield meaningful results, it is important that the

instructions as outlined in this document are adhered to and that the anthelmintic is

administered in accordance with the manufacturer’s recommendations. An inconclusive

result / lack of a result (as occurred in 2012 survey for approximately 50% of participants

see table) may occur as a result of a number of reasons, some of which you will have more

control over others: low faecal egg count in the pre-dosing sample, not adhering to the

correct sampling times post dosing or not submitting a post–dosing sample. Knowledge on

the anthelmintic resistance status in the parasite populations on your farm is a crucial piece

of information pertaining to your enterprise that will help inform decisions and tailor best

practice in parasite control for your flock.

Summary and Recommendations

 The effective management of internal parasites on grazing livestock relies heavily
on the use of highly efficacious anthelmintics.

 Studies have provided compelling evidence for resistance to anthelmintics in
nematode populations in Irish flocks. Resistance to more than one class of
anthelmintic (i.e. multiple resistance) is also evident.

 The development of anthelmintic resistance is a direct result of actions that have
inadvertently favoured the evolution of resistant worms

 Producers are encouraged to find out the anthelmintic resistance status of the
worms on their enterprise and take on board ‘new’ recommendations to manage
the rate at which anthelmintic resistance develops and ultimately prolong the
lifespan of anthelmintics.

Sheep Ireland and Its Role in Sheep Breeding
Eamon Wall & Kevin McDermott

Highfield House ,Shinnagh, Bandon,Co. Cork.
Who is Sheep Ireland?

Sheep Ireland are the organisation with the responsibility to achieve the greatest possible

improvement, from genetic and other factors, in the profitability of the national sheep flock

for the benefit of Irish farmers and the sheep industry. The collection of performance data

from our sheep population is the only way in which we can assess current levels of

performance (genetics), identify the better performing genetics and encourage more

widespread use of these genetics and then finally to measure the contribution of these better

genetics over time.

Current Situation with performance recording in Ireland

The number of performance recording pedigree ram breeders continues to grow in Ireland.

This year there are over 300 pedigree flocks of different sheep breeds submitting
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performance information for their sheep. According to the most recent Department of

Agriculture sheep census carried out in December 2012, there were just over 80,000

breeding rams in existence in Ireland. Since 2009 Sheep Ireland have performance recorded

over 18,000 pedigree rams. Obviously a large proportion of these rams are culled by

breeders annually due to physical imperfections, poor genetic evaluations, etc. So we can

assume that the number of ‘active’ performance recorded breeding rams currently in use

across the Irish sheep industry is relatively low. This needs to be addressed quickly.

Situation in other sheep Industries

In New Zealand over 80% of rams purchased annually are performance recorded. Despite a

50% reduction in the breeding ewe population in the country over the past 20 years, the

New Zealand sheep industry has managed to maintain the same level of lamb carcase

output. Genetic improvement has played a key role in this process.

Commercial data recording helping to back up the €uro-Star evaluations

Sheep Ireland is currently operating two commercial recording programmes – the Central

Progeny Test (CPT) and the Maternal Lamb Producers Group (MALP). Each of these

programmes have different objectives, but both generate a huge volume of accurate and

valuable commercial farm data which helps to validate and contribute to the quality of the

€uro-Star evaluations being provided for Pedigree rams across all breeds.

In both the CPT and MALP programme, performance recorded pedigree rams are used to

mate with ewes and the performance of progeny is measured intensively. The majority of

this performance data is collected by Sheep Ireland field technicians through the use of

electronic handheld devices which make maximum use of electronic identification. All

lambs are double tagged at birth with EID tags which facilitates easier data collection.

STAP & Sheep Irelands role in the Programme

The launch of the Sheep Technology Adoption Programme by the Department of

Agriculture has come as a welcome boost to the Irish sheep industry. From a genetic

improvement point of view there will be an immediate benefit to our national genetic

improvement programme. As already mentioned the main issue facing genetic

improvement in Ireland currently is the small number of performance recorded rams being

used annually. There are a number of factors contributing to this issue.

1. The number of performance recorded rams available for sale annually is not what it

needs to be. As an industry if we can increase this availability then there would

undoubtedly be an increase in the number of recorded rams being used by

commercial farmers.
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2. The low level of awareness among sheep farmers as to the potential benefits of

using high genetic merit breeding rams.

The number of farmers that have signed up to participate in STAP is hugely encouraging

and will bode well for increasing the exposure of the €uroStar Indexes and the benefits of

genetic improvement to all involved in the programme. Sheep Ireland main involvement in

STAP will be through Tasks 1 & 2. Further detail on these tasks and a document containing

some useful questions & answers can be found on www.sheep.ie

Future Plans

The development of useful facilities to help sheep farmers and ram breeders alike to make

annual breeding improvements in their flock is a major objective of Sheep Ireland.

Online ram search

The online ram search which can be found on www.sheep.ie will be a fantastic resource for

all involved in the industry as it will greatly increase the visibility of €uro-Star rams. This

online ram search allows farmers to assess the STAP eligibility of their existing stock rams

in association with finding local performance recording breeders and rams. Performance

recorded rams can be searched for using a number of different criteria including location,

genetic evaluations and breed.

Inbreeding checker

Sheep Ireland is currently working on an online inbreeding checker that will assist ram

breeders to easily assess the inbreeding risk that may or may not exist when using a range

of different sires across the ewes currently in their flock. Inbreeding has been shown to

have a negative effect on traits such as reproduction, health and fertility and we have no

doubt that ram breeders currently partaking in performance recording will welcome such a

facility.

Incorporation of factory carcase data into the Sheep Ireland genetic evaluations

The goal of the Production (growth) trait that is displayed on the €uro-Star evaluations, is to

improve carcase quality, growth rates and the number of days it takes a lamb to reached the

desired slaughter weight. In the absence of actual factory carcase data it is necessary to

predict slaughter weights and days to slaughter from lamb weights collected throughout a

lambs development from birth. The movement of carcase data between a small number of

the main lamb processing plants has now started to commence and this is something Sheep

Ireland will continue to progress and develop in the coming months and beyond. We will be

requesting that all pedigree ram breeders that cull a number of pedigree lambs annually,

request their abattoir to collect their slaughter information accurately and forward it to

Sheep Ireland for inclusion in the €uro-Star genetic evaluations.
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Data Quality Index

Maintaining a high standard of pedigree ram data entering the Sheep Ireland database is

critical to providing reliable and accurate genetic evaluations for the benefit of Irish sheep

farmers. When assessing the ‘quality’ of data there is a number of important considerations

such as:

 The timeliness of recording (amount of time it takes a breeder to enter data onto the
Sheep Ireland database),

 Completeness of data recorded (all weights/lambing difficulty etc recorded for all
lambs)

 Use of well genetically linked breeding rams (well related/linked rams produce ram
lambs with high evaluation accuracy%, which hugely desired)

The objective of Sheep Ireland is produce an index which ranks performance recording

breeders on the above topics and others, which in turn will help to increase the level of

confidence a ram purchaser can place in a specific breeders €uro-Star evaluations.

Conclusion

The Sheep Ireland breed improvement programme has made considerable progress since its

development in 2009 and the plans currently in place will ensure further significant

progress will be made in the future. In order for us to deliver on our objective to increase

farm profitability it will be critical that farmers begin to make more use of the genetic

evaluation information currently being produced and the Sheep Ireland online ram search

(www.sheep.ie) will greatly improve farmer access to this information. Anyone wishing to

find out more about Sheep Irelands genetic improvement programme and our involvement

in STAP can contact us on 023 8820454 or through email at query@sheep.ie.

Sheep Vaccination

John Fagan, Athlone Regional Veterinary Laboratory, DAFM

Damien Barrett, Sligo, Regional Veterinary Laboratory, DAFM

The sheep diseases which are commonly controlled by vaccines are clostridial diseases,

enzootic abortion of ewes, toxoplasmosis, pasteurella pneumonia, footrot, orf and more

recently Schmallenberg virus.

The main clostridial disease which are controlled by vaccination are Lamb Dysentery (Cl

perfringens type B);Blackleg (Cl chauvoei);Black Disease (Cl novyi); Malignant oedema

(Cl septicum); Tetanus Cl tetani); Braxy (Cl septicum); Pulpy kidney disease (Cl

perfringens type D); Struck (Cl perfringens type C); Bacillary haemoglobin urea (Cl

haemolyticum); Emphysematous abomasitis ( Cl sordellii). (Check that the vaccine you use

protects against the condition diagnosed).
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Vaccination against clostridial diseases involves an initial course - two shots 4-6 weeks

apart and yearly booster of ewes 4-6 weeks before lambing to boost immunity in lambs.

Lambs may be vaccinated from 3 weeks of age. Many clostridial vaccines include a

component to protect against pasteurella pneumonia, however this can also be done

separately. Toxoplasmosis is the most commonly diagnosed cause of abortion in sheep in

Ireland and can be controlled by vaccination. It is a live vaccine that has a short shelf life

and will be supplied to order.(Talk to your Vet) Only one injection is required for lifetime

protection and vaccination should be completed at least 4 weeks before tupping. Enzootic

abortion is being diagnosed more frequently in aborting ewes than heretofore. It is a single

shot vaccine which should be administered 4 weeks before mating, not given to pregnant

animals or animals on antibiotics.

Vaccination is an aid to the control of footrot in sheep. It should be used in conjunction

with footbathing, hoof-paring, culling and antibiotic treatment. It is delivered in a 1 ml dose

by subcutaneous injection into the anterior (front) half of the neck. Revaccination depends

on disease levels or housing conditions. A flock owner should tailor his vaccination

programme so that the immunity is boosted at high risk period.

Finally it is important to emphasise that there are other less commonly used vaccines (eg

Louping ill) and also that there is a mechanism for using vaccines not licensed for sheep in

special circumstances (eg in a case of an outbreak of salmonellosis). If such a situation

occurs on a farm, the farmer should discuss his options with his vet.

Schmallenberg virus

Schmallenberg virus (Schmallenberg virus) was first identified in Germany in 2011.

It is carried by midges, has spread across Europe and into the South and East of Ireland. It

causes a short illness in cattle which lasts for 5-6 days but also deformities of the skeleton

and brain in cattle and sheep foetuses. Deformities occur when infection occurs in early

pregnancy - 1-2 months (sheep) and 2-5 months (cattle). It does not affect humans or non

ruminants & it is not notifiable. It is considered a low impact disease - in general its effect

is small in most infected herds and flocks (2-5%). However instances have occurred where

30-40% of the flock have been affected.

In 2013 it is expected to continue its spread to the Midlands, West and North. Its effect is

likely to be greatest in herds with compact calving and flocks with synchronised breeding

programmes. Strong natural immunity will develop where there has been adequate

exposure. Immunity develops better in cattle than in sheep.

Vaccine available - single shot in sheep. Must be vaccinated prior to service.


